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Abstract
　　This study investigates how language instructors can motivate 
students to actively participate in class, describing an assessment method 
that places a higher emphasis on participation and at the same time, 
awards points for discrete contributions to open class discussions by each 
student. In doing so, the system motivates students to raise their hands 
and speak out, resulting in a six-fold increase in the number of student 
speech acts. Furthermore, implementation of the assessment system 
produced a significant improvement in classroom attitude and motivation, 
increasing student use of L2 both in interactions with the teacher and also 
between students. The study has implications for addressing the common 
problem of Asian student reticence in classroom discussions as well the 
need to convert teaching methods and classroom interaction into two-
way communication. 
Keywords: motivation, assessment, willingness to communicate
1. Introduction
Educators and students alike bemoan the sorry state of formal English 
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education in Japan, particularly on the topic of student motivation and 
participation. With many university class sizes at 20 students or more, 
how are educators to effectively teach communication classes in English? 
More importantly, what can teachers do to increase student participation 
and talking time, in these large classes?  The tendency of Asian students, 
particularly those in Japan, to remain passively silent in class has been 
well documented. A recent study by King found that student talking time 
in a series of Japanese university English classes was less than 1% [1]. In 
the same study, silence was observed to account for 15% of class time with 
the remainder presumably devoted to one-way lecture style teaching by the 
instructor.
There are many factors that contribute to student reticence in class. 
High school English classes are taught primarily by Japanese teachers 
who lack confidence in their communicative L2 ability and therefore use 
mostly Japanese in the classroom. Furthermore, the main teaching method 
employed is grammar translation, where the goal is ultimately a Japanese 
understanding of the English presented, rather than a communicative 
approach to using the language presented. Unsurprisingly, this leads to 
lecture style, one-way communication between teacher and class, with 
students only called upon to give one word answers. This approach is 
explained by the fact that high school English education is said to be 
aimed primarily at high stakes university entrance examinations.
Thus, when students enter university, they are haunted by their past 
and their present. Not only have few of them ever experienced an English 
communicative environment in the past, but for the most part, the general 
university teaching environment continues the tradition of one-way, 
lecture-style teaching. An anecdotal survey of one class of 25 first year 
students found that their English class was the only one of 10 subjects 
in which active participation by students was seen or encouraged in any 
language.
Given these factors, encouraging student participation and use of L2 
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can prove challenging. The situation can be particularly acute in first and 
second year university classes for non-English majors, where class sizes 
are large and exposure to communicative English practice in junior and 
senior high school may be limited or varied. In addition, first year students 
are often still acclimatizing to the university educational environment, 
making new friends and possibly adjusting to living apart from the families 
for the first time.
For these reasons, the university classroom environment and student 
mind set does not promote active participation and extended language 
use by students. To a certain extent, fault lies with instructors who, 
despite the removal of the washback effect of university entrance exams, 
fail to adjust their teaching style to more communicative methods. That 
said, many teachers will complain that even when students are given 
opportunities to converse, pose questions or answer questions, they remain 
silent. This chicken and the egg syndrome requires a quantum leap in 
class organization to energize students into becoming active participants 
in class, rather than passive observers. One such leap is a revised system 
of assessment that emphasizes class participation, thereby encouraging 
students to raise their hands, volunteer answers and pose questions.
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. The next section 
describes the literature related to this problem, and the research method 
is stated in the third section. The fourth section shows the results and 
discussion, and the conclusion of this study and implications are in the 
final section.
2. Literature Review
Student passivity in Japanese post-secondary classrooms poses a 
major obstacle to communicative foreign language acquisition. Swain 
emphasized the importance of student output in acquiring a foreign 
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language [2]. In addition, many studies have found a link between output 
and the acquisition of critical thinking and analytical skills [3][4][5]. 
Recent government policy guidelines state that, “With the progress of 
globalization, English has become a common language internationally and 
so improvement of English ability is vitally important for Japan’s future.” 
[5a]. Given that fostering internationally minded Japanese who can 
communicate and compete in English on the world stage are part of the 
Ministry of Education’s current framework, it seems that classroom silence 
and student reticence is at odds with the current goals of language teaching 
and training.
King [6] discusses the challenges of motivating classroom interaction 
in his introduction [1], citing Anderson and Korst [7][8]. Korst discusses 
his frustration with a lack of student response to questions and suggests 
three activities to teach them to answer in a reasonable amount of time. 
In addition, Shea has developed a novel approach whereby students are 
required to stand until they have volunteered a verbal contribution to 
the class, after which they can sit [8]. However, neither of these writers 
advance a solution that links student speech acts to assessment.
The idea of formally assessing student participation has important 
washback effects that serve to motivate classroom behavior [9]. Indeed, 
theories of formative and summative assessment argue for the positive 
effects of the formative process as “the whole endeavor revolves around 
using the results of assessment tasks to move students to the next stages 
of learning” [10]. Some instructors have tried similarly innovative 
approaches. At the JALT 2017 conference, Westby described a method of 
linking participation to assessment between 2011 and 2013 which resulted 
in both increased incidence of student speaking and test scores [11].
In summarizing the literature, there emerged an idea for a solution 
that set grade-based rules for participation and then granted students the 
freedom to pursue it, all using the target language. This paper, therefore, 
looks at a solution using a unique assessment method that motivates 
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students to raise their hand and participate, thereby increasing the number 
of student speech acts and at the same time, inducing higher tests scores 
on their spoken English final examination. The research question of this 
paper is as follows: Can changing the assessment method increase student 
classroom participation?
The next section details that method whereby, in classrooms where 
students place high importance on grades, alternate assessment methods 
can fuel marked increases in participation.
3.  Method
After a somewhat dismal participatory showing by two classes of first 
year students in the first semester of the 2016 academic year, the author 
decided to implement a discrete assessment system for both gauging and 
encouraging participation in the second semester.
3.1 Subjects
This trial was conducted at a pharmacy school in Japan. Each class 
had 25 students, for a total of 50 freshmen, 20 of whom were male.
3.2 Grading scheme
The grading scheme for both semesters went unchanged at 30% 
speaking exam, 10% homework and 60% participation. However, in the 
second semester, a simple system of awarding 1% (of the 60% participation 
grade) for each volunteered speech act was implemented. Speech acts 
included answering a question, asking a question, or making a comment 
during class. In addition, at the end of each class, there was an opportunity 
to do a mini (6 line minimum) skit, presentation or conversation in front of 
the class and attend to subsequent audience questions.  These participation 
grades were recorded on the class attendance sheet, and were available for 
40
inspection at the beginning and end of each class, by all students.
It should also be noted that participation points were awarded only 
for volunteered answers where students raised their hands, not when the 
instructor was forced to choose someone. In addition, participation points 
were not awarded for discussions among students in groups or pairs, as 
these were seen as a prelude to, or preparation for, the graded speech acts 
to follow. Furthermore, participation was defined as speaking in English in 
full sentences, emphasizing the simple S-V-O grammar format. One word 
answers were not allowed, but other mistakes were. The idea here was 
for students to focus on conveying meaning, rather than obsessing over 
language accuracy.
4. Results
In the second term, the improvement in student participation was 
nothing short of miraculous. The class atmosphere changed from students 
looking bored and staring blankly at their desks to a sea of hands raised, 
trying to answer or pose questions regarding meaning.
In terms of data, total volunteered speech acts by students rose 607% 
from 472 to 2,868. Average speech acts per student also rose from 9.44 to 
57.36. Significant differences were seen t(49) = 32.209, p <.001. A paired-
samples t test was conducted to evaluate whether the “participation-based 
assessment system” was more effective in facilitating student participation. 
The results indicated that more students were promoted to speak up (M = 
58.6, SD = 14), t(49) = 32.209, p <.001, meaning that the participation-
based assessment system worked.
In the first term, five minutes at the end of class was reserved 
for students to come to the front and perform the earlier mentioned 
presentation activity on the class topic for that day. This activity required a 
minimum of 6 sentences and was awarded 3% in participation, as opposed 
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to 1% for simply answering a question. However, few if any students 
volunteered and this final five minutes was often spent in an awkward 
silence as the instructor waited for volunteers, who for the most part, 
stared at their desktops. In the second term however, a sea of hands rose 
as students competed to present their conversations, and this end-of-class 
activity now encompasses the last 30 minutes of class instead of only 5. 
Even then, there is sometimes not enough time for all those volunteering 
to present language learned in front of their peers that day.
5. Discussion
The simple goal of the instructor in this case was to teach students 
English. However, the question which arose was, “how can this be 
effectively done if students remained silent?” Six years of pre-university 
study had produced students with low communicational experience, 
confidence and ability. Was it now incumbent on the university instructor 
to continue this very same method of teaching and somehow expect 
different results? By way of comparison, would anyone lend credence 
to a swimming school where students sat poolside and read books about 
swimming and listened to lectures, but never entered the water? No doubt, 
there is value in instruction on rules and methods (grammar) before 
entering the pool. However, they are given in support of the actual act 
of swimming, not as a replacement for it. In many ways, this is exactly 
the state into which the English education system in Japan has morphed, 
and this allusion never fails to garner laughs and nods of agreement from 
students. Yet, the joke never succeeded in motivating change in student 
classroom behavior.
In many ways, the allusion, while apt, suffers the same drawback 
as the teaching method it seeks to fix; the joke centers on student 
understanding, rather than student action. In other words, the goal was 
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not just to get students to understand that they were silent, but to motivate 
them to change.
The first year English class in question was titled, “Speaking.” Thus, 
given the background of most students and the challenge at hand, there 
seemed no inconsistency in relegating 60% of the grade to speaking in 
class and 40% to speaking on the final test. If cute jokes and allegories did 
not work, then maybe assessment would. And it did. By focusing 100% of 
the class evaluation on speaking English, the students responded in kind.
No doubt, demanding full sentences for communicative purposes, 
but removing the need for accuracy in class, lowered student filters and 
made them less reluctant to speak out. Once they realized that they could 
communicate in (broken) English with the teacher, and with each other, 
they became much more active, raising their hands to participate and 
taking every opportunity to ask questions about vocabulary and phrases. 
In addition, the class became less about studying English and more about 
using it. By focusing on open-ended questions and current issues, students 
became comfortable and active in discussions, offering different opinions 
both in agreement and in opposition to those of others, including the 
instructor.
In most classes, student talking now comprises 70% of class time, 
nearing the 70-30 split advocated worldwide for language classes, hitherto 
a formidable challenge in Japan. No doubt, the assessment system played 
a part in this transformation. However, one may ask, “why wouldn’t it?” 
In other words, while this system may seem unusual, it begs the question, 
why wouldn’t an instructor with control over their assessment rubric allot 
100% of the grade to speaking when the class is so titled? Traditional 
grading schemes based on homework, written tests, quizzes and attendance 
may be favored by teachers, but one must question whether these methods 
are at odds with the goal of increasing student participation in class and 
student fluency with the language.
Active student participation in class and almost exclusive use of L2 
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are still rarities in Japan and are classroom dynamics with which many 
students are unfamiliar. Simply telling them to change, it appears, is not 
enough. However, designing an assessment rubric that rewards their forays 
into these uncharted waters can increase their participation, motivation and 
by the looks of their faces, enjoyment of their English classes.
6. Conclusion
Much has been said about the Asian classroom dynamic, Confucius 
thinking and the shyness of Japanese students. Much study has been 
devoted to the where and why of this behavior with results inconclusive. 
Without seeking to deride this line of inquiry, we are more interested in a 
solution that that gets students talking in class, asking questions and using 
the target language.
The class dynamic has been changed significantly by this assessment 
system, with the instructor relegated to a guiding role while the students 
focus on conveying meaning instead of worrying about mistakes. There is 
no doubt that smaller class sizes, individual attention and private lessons 
have emerged as the commercial antidote to the public English education 
system. However, this study shows that Japanese students can be just as 
outgoing, inquisitive and participatory in large classes as their foreign 
counterparts when an appropriate mode of assessment is employed.
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